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Chapter One
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From the bedroom doorway, Sylvia Bergstrom Compson Cooper regarded the taped and labeled cartons Bonnie had stacked against the walls, leaving only a narrow aisle between the bed and the bureau. “It might feel more like home sweet home if you unpacked.”

“I don’t have time,” said Bonnie, shoving a box of sweaters under the bed for storage. Though it was October, she wouldn’t need them where she was going. “I have too much to do before my flight.”

Sylvia picked her way through the clutter to the center of the room and studied the mess, frowning thoughtfully over the tops of her glasses, which hung from a silver chain around her neck. “If you like, I can unpack for you while you’re away.”

“Oh, no, Sylvia. Please don’t go to all that trouble.”

“It’s no trouble. I’ll enlist a few of the other Elm Creek Quilters to help and we’ll spread the work over a few days.”

Sylvia didn’t need to add that they would have lots of time to finish the job before Bonnie’s return—too much time, thought Bonnie’s friends, who agreed that she needed a get away but perhaps not one of such long duration.

“I’ll take care of it when I get back.” Bonnie smiled to take the sting out of her refusal. “I’m not moving in permanently, remember?”

“The invitation stands if you change your mind,” Sylvia assured her. “You’ll always have a home at Elm Creek Manor, even if you only want it long enough to get back on your feet.”

Bonnie thanked her, wondering which of her friends would next offer to take her in. The apartment in Grangerville had never been a real home, just a wayside between the condo she had once shared with her now-estranged husband, Craig, and wherever she might settle after her return to Pennsylvania in the spring. Sylvia had convinced her that it made no sense to keep renting an apartment for her belongings when she could store them at Elm Creek Manor for free, so Bonnie had cancelled her month-to-month lease. She had needed no more than a day to pack up the apartment, not only because the Elm Creek Quilters helped her, but also because after moving out of the condo, she had unpacked only the necessities and left everything else in boxes.

Somehow she must have known that she was not meant to stay.

“I might decide to make the manor my home,” Bonnie said, stacking a laundry basket full of quilt fabric on top of a carton of old photo albums. “I honestly haven’t thought it through. I’ve had too much on my mind and I can’t plan so many steps ahead.”

“A change of scenery and new challenges will do you good,” said Sylvia.

“I’m counting on that.” Bonnie shoved a box out of the way with her foot and sat down on the bed, absently patting the Windblown Square quilt for comfort. A few years before, she had been blindsided when she caught Craig carrying on a cyber-affair with a younger woman, but after recovering from her shock, she had fought to save her marriage. She had thrown herself into an exercise program, lost twenty pounds, had her dark curls trimmed into a flattering new style, and had endured fellow Elm Creek Quilter Diane’s coaching about the best clothes for her curvy frame and makeup for her ruddy complexion. According to her friends, she looked better than she had in years—younger, fitter, more attractive—but even then she had known that a successful makeover alone wouldn’t be enough to rekindle Craig’s affection.

Through marriage counseling and countless date nights, Craig had led her to believe they were reconciling and rebuilding, but all the while he was secretly hiding his assets for the divorce only he had known was inevitable. To make matters worse, he had told their children that she had abandoned him, that the divorce was her idea, that he was as confused and distraught as they were, that he deserved their sympathy and Bonnie their anger. C.J., their eldest son, knew their father too well to believe it, their daughter, Tammy, refused to take sides, and their youngest son, Barry, was far too credulous where his father was concerned. Bonnie didn’t push it. The very thought of engaging in a battle for the hearts and minds of their three grown children exhausted her. She didn’t have the energy to persuade her kids that Craig was wrong and she was right. Now that she had accepted that her marriage was over, all she wanted was to put the whole ugly situation behind her and to move on.

To feel good again. To return to the happy, contented woman she had once been and now only vaguely remembered. But how could she heal when even the protective walls of Elm Creek Manor triggered so many painful memories?

She had despaired of ever doing so until her old friend Claire phoned with an invitation as wonderful as it was unexpected. Bonnie rarely saw her former college roommate except at college reunions, but Claire kept in touch with chatty letters mailed from military bases in different foreign countries as she followed her officer husband from post to post. When he had retired from the service, they settled in Hawaii, having fallen in love with the island paradise while Eric had been stationed in Oahu earlier in his career. For the past several years, Claire had run a quilt shop on Maui, and when an opportunity came to expand the business, Claire contacted the long-time friend who had introduced her to quilting to enlist her help.

“A quilter’s retreat in Hawaii,” Claire had said. “What could be more perfect? And who knows more about setting up a quilt camp than you?”

“Sylvia Cooper, for one,” Bonnie had said, but before she could reel off the names of the other Elm Creek Quilters who were far more qualified to tackle the project, Claire had accused her of her old fault of excessive self-deprecation and insisted that only Bonnie possessed the perfect combination of knowledge, experience, and trustworthiness that Claire needed to launch her new business venture. She offered to hire Bonnie as a consultant, and in exchange for Bonnie’s expertise, she would provide a modest stipend, room and board in Maui for the winter, and a guaranteed room at Aloha Quilt Camp whenever Bonnie desired.

Bonnie felt as if her old friend had thrown open doors and windows to let fresh air and sunshine into a room too long shuttered and neglected. Elm Creek Quilt Camp closed for the winter, so why not spend the off-season in Hawaii? She couldn’t sit at home counting the days until her divorce, as if on the day it was final, her disappointment and anger would magically vanish. Where better to begin building a new life for herself than in Hawaii, where she would be soothed by balmy breezes and lulled to sleep by the pounding surf, where she could help a beloved friend launch an exciting new business, where everything was unfamiliar and nothing would remind her of what she had lost?
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Bonnie slept better that first night in Elm Creek Manor than she had all summer long in the apartment. She woke refreshed, dug her walking shoes and sweats out of her suitcase, and went on a long, brisk walk around the estate, lingering in the apple orchard to savor the fragrance of ripe apples and to chat about the harvest with Matt, the estate’s caretaker. She couldn’t resist plucking a shiny, red Jonathon for herself and munching it as she crossed the bridge over Elm Creek on her way to the back entrance of the manor. She stretched on the stairs, enjoying the cool, gentle winds that sent fallen scarlet, yellow, and brown leaves dancing across the parking lot. The wind carried a faint whiff of wood smoke and a hint of cinnamon that told her someone had left the kitchen window open a crack.

Inside, she found several of the manor’s permanent residents sipping coffee at the kitchen table: Sylvia, of course; Sarah, the cofounder of Elm Creek Quilt Camp; Sylvia’s husband, Andrew; the newest Elm Creek Quilter, Gretchen; and Gretchen’s husband, Joe. The plates before them were empty except for crumbs, but a platter in the center of the table was stacked with waffles, and a place was set for Bonnie at the end.

“It’s Anna’s cinnamon-apple waffle recipe,” said Sarah as Bonnie seated herself. “I’m happy popping the frozen kind in the toaster, but she convinced me that I didn’t have to be a professional chef like her to make them from scratch.” She patted her tummy as if to assure her unborn twins that their mother wasn’t such a bad cook after all.

“Delicious,” Bonnie declared, savoring the first mouthful. Sarah rose to pour her a cup of coffee. “Sarah, sit down. I can get that.”

“It’s no big deal.” Sarah pressed a hand to the small of her back as she crossed the kitchen, but something in her expression told Bonnie that more than the twins weighed her down. “Cream and sugar?”

“Black with two sugars, please, the usual.” Bonnie looked around the circle of friends. “All right. What’s up?”

Sylvia’s sympathetic frown prepared Bonnie for the worst. “Craig called while you were out.”

Bonnie dropped her fork to the table with a clatter. “He called the manor? How does he know I’m here?”

“Maybe he planted a tracking device in your sewing machine,” said Sarah, setting the steaming cup of coffee before Bonnie. She didn’t seem to be joking.

Bonnie should have known that he would find another way to reach her after she blocked his emails and stopped answering his calls on her cell phone. “Did you remind him that all communication must go through my lawyer?”

“I did indeed,” said Sylvia, “but he didn’t seem to hear me, so I gave the phone to Sarah.”

“You could have hung up on him.” Bonnie steeled herself. “What did he want?”

Sylvia and Sarah exchanged a glance. “He started off by complaining that Craig Jr. won’t return his phone calls,” said Sarah.

“I never told C.J. not to speak to his father,” Bonnie protested. “C.J.’s angry. He needs time.”

“Craig seems to think there’s a conspiracy to cut him off from his kids,” said Andrew, scowling as he always did when Craig came up in the conversation. He had no patience for any man who shirked his responsibilities to his wife and children.

“Nonsense,” said Sylvia. “Bonnie would never put her children in that position.”

Of course it was nonsense. Bonnie wouldn’t hurt her children by demanding they take sides. As badly as Craig treated her, he was still their children’s father. She knew she couldn’t speak disparagingly about him without hurting them. “What else?”

Reluctantly, Sarah said, “He said this divorce is a contest you won’t win, and then he hung up.”

Joe muttered something under his breath and drained his coffee cup. “What a horrid man,” said Gretchen.

“Are you sure that’s what he said?” asked Bonnie. “Were those his exact words?”

Sarah hesitated. “I’m paraphrasing a bit. He was ranting and it was hard to catch everything.”

“Is it possible—” Bonnie had to force the question out. “Could he have said that he won’t go along with the uncontested divorce anymore?”

Sarah blanched and eased herself back into her chair. “I don’t think so,” she said. “I guess… I guess it’s possible.”

“Oh, no.” Bonnie’s appetite fled. “I’d better call my lawyer.”

When she went upstairs for her cell phone, her heart sank to discover a voicemail waiting from Darren Taylor. Though his request for her to return his call at her earliest convenience betrayed no reason for concern, Bonnie knew her lawyer was well practiced in concealing his emotions, so his cordial tone did nothing to ease her worries.

His secretary put her call right through. “Good morning, Bonnie,” he greeted her. “Sorry to call so early, but I spoke with your husband’s attorney this morning and I’m afraid we’ve run into a snag.”

Bonnie paced the narrow aisle between the stacks of cartons pushed against the walls. “A snag like when you catch your fingernail on your sweater or a snag like being run over by a truck?”

Darren let out a dry chuckle. “Keep that sense of humor. You’re going to need it.”

“Oh, dear Lord.” Bonnie sat down hard on the edge of the bed. “Okay. Tell me.”

“Your husband has changed his mind about agreeing to a no-fault divorce.”

“Why? He doesn’t want to stay married to me. Why not get it over with?”

“Simply put, money. The marital estate is now worth much more than it was when you originally filed for a no contest.”

“Only because Agnes discovered Craig’s hidden assets.” For years, unbeknownst to Bonnie, Craig had been siphoning off money from their joint accounts to buy expensive antiques to furnish his office. On those rare occasions when Bonnie had visited him on campus, she had never suspected the furniture’s true worth, or had even known that it belonged to Craig rather than the college. Dear, faithful, curious Agnes had discovered the truth and had used her late husband’s contacts in the antiques market to arrange for an auction—an astonishingly profitable auction.

Apparently Craig had decided he wanted a greater share of the windfall.

“We agreed on a fifty-fifty split of the sale of the furniture,” said Bonnie. “That’s more than he deserves considering that he bought those antiques with our money, not just his, without my knowledge, and he never declared them as assets on any of those mountains of forms we had to fill out. Shouldn’t he be punished for that?”

“Believe me, the judge won’t look favorably upon it,” Darren assured her. “But now Craig wants to play hardball. He knows you want to resolve this as soon as possible—”

“Absolutely. Doesn’t he?”

“Not as much as he wants a greater share of the money. I’m afraid he intends to use your eagerness for a quick resolution against you. This morning his attorney informed me that Craig wants to reconcile.”

“What?” Bonnie exclaimed. “He doesn’t want to fix our marriage, and even if he did, it’s beyond saving.”

“Craig knows that. This is a tactical move, nothing more. He’ll proceed with a no-fault, non-contested divorce as long as you relinquish your claim upon the profits from the auction, on the grounds that he purchased the furniture with his own funds for his own professional use and they were never any part of the marital estate.”

“It was only ‘for his professional use’ because if he had bought furniture for the condo, I would have known about it,” said Bonnie, incredulous. “Either way, the money he used to buy it was as much mine as his!”

“I understand, Bonnie. You’re absolutely right, and a judge would surely rule in your favor if you contested his claim. But Craig is gambling that you won’t. Property disputes can drag things out for months, perhaps even years. Your husband believes you’d rather take the financial loss in exchange for finalizing the divorce as originally planned.”

“I want it to be over, but the money he spent on those antiques was equally mine. He stole it from me. I can’t let him get away with it. Not even if it meant the divorce could be over tomorrow. I can’t.”

“Then you should prepare yourself for a long, hard fight.”

Her heart plummeted. “How long?”

“He can’t keep you married to him against your will forever. The court can grant you a no-fault divorce if they determine that you and your husband have lived apart for two years and that the marriage is irretrievably broken.”

“Two years?” Bonnie fell back upon the bed, cell phone pressed to her ear. Two years before she could put the whole mess behind her. Two years before she could get on with her life. “I can’t wait two years. I don’t think I can take it.”

Darren fell silent, and she heard the rustle of papers in the background. “There are other alternatives, but they’d require more time before the court.”

Anger surged through her. Her flight to Maui was in two days! Leave it to Craig to ruin her plans to spend the winter in Hawaii. But if she had no other choice… “What alternatives?”

“We could argue for mental cruelty, but given Craig’s history…” Darren paused. “You’ve told me about Internet dalliances. Is it possible that he’s committed adultery?”

“It’s possible.” Perhaps Bonnie should ask Agnes to tail Craig again. Agnes knew how to be discreet, and she seemed to have a talent for ferreting out Craig’s dirty little secrets. She pictured Agnes bursting in upon Craig in a cheap motel room, a sleazy woman yawning from boredom on the bed, Craig fumbling to yank up his boxer shorts. It was cartoonish and ridiculous and far too plausible.

“It’s not enough to suspect adultery,” Darren warned. “We have to prove it. You either have to catch him in the act—”

“Delightful thought,” Bonnie muttered.

“Or you have to show that he had the opportunity and the disposition to commit adultery. Say, for example, that you can video him entering his lover’s home in the evening and not leaving until the following morning. The services of a private detective are usually called for in these circumstances, because you can hardly put your life on hold to follow him around with a camera.”

“What about a few years back when he went to meet his Internet girlfriend at the Penn State football game?” Bonnie reminded him. “They would have shared a hotel room if I hadn’t discovered their plans and tagged along on the trip. He certainly had the disposition to cheat then.”

“I’m afraid that incident doesn’t count,” said Darren. “I assume you resumed marital relations with your husband afterward?”

“Well… yes. We were trying to work things out, or so I thought.”

“In that case, since you continued to live with your husband and engage in marital relations, the court would say that you had forgiven him, or condoned the act. You can’t use it to support your claim of adultery now. You can use only a newly discovered affair.”

“That’s unfair. I never condoned it. I tried to forgive him to save the marriage, but I was never okay with it.”

“I’m sorry, Bonnie, but it’s the law. I warn you, following this course could get messy. If a paramour is named, she can be required to testify. If she’s married also—”

Then her secret would be out and her marriage could end up in divorce court too. So what? “Forgive me if I lack sympathy for this hypothetical other woman.”

“Understandably, but we have to be sure we’re right. It would be disastrous to accuse an innocent person. Her reputation would be ruined, her husband and children put through a terrible ordeal, all without cause.”

Bonnie inhaled deeply and sat up. “Then we’ll be sure that we’re sure. Beyond a reasonable doubt. That’s the appropriate standard, right? Let’s hire the detective for… a month. If the detective can’t turn up anything against Craig within that time, I’ll assume there isn’t anything to turn up.”

Darren agreed to take care of the arrangements, so after promising to inform him if she discovered anything on her own, Bonnie hung up and stared into space, sick at heart. Despite everything, she would not have thought Craig willing to drag things out and bicker over minutia, all for the sake of money. And now she found herself in the unimaginable position of hoping he had committed adultery and praying he had not.

Could he really have started up another affair after she spoiled his first?

Had it indeed been his first?

The thought of what she might find if she searched the shadowed corners of Craig’s life frayed her every nerve, and yet, if he had cheated on her, she needed to know. She had her own health to consider. And if proof of his infidelity was what she needed to extricate herself from their failed marriage, she would be a fool not to look for it.

It was possible, she told herself with a faint glimmer of hope, that the detective would find nothing to implicate him.

Bonnie showered and dressed, preparing herself for a day that was already off to a bad start. Tucking her cell phone into her sweater pocket, she went downstairs to the library on the second floor, where Sarah and Sylvia conducted the official business of Elm Creek Quilts. The double doors opened into a room spanning the entire width of the south wing. Autumn sunshine spilled in through tall diamond-paned windows on the east wall, casting long rectangles of light on the rugs and hardwood floors. Comfortable chairs and sofas formed a square in the center of the room. Oak bookcases lined the walls, their shelves bowing slightly from the weight of leather-bound volumes and framed sepia-toned photographs of Sylvia’s ancestors.

Fresh logs had been stacked in the stone fireplace on the south wall, with two armchairs drawn up to the hearth as if in anticipation of a crackling blaze when the evening grew cool. To the left of the mantel hung a scrap Castle Wall quilt, a memorial to Sylvia’s first husband; to the right hung seven sections of nine composing the Winding Ways quilt Sylvia had made for her friends. She had chosen fabrics that represented each of her friends’ unique qualities, and the mosaic of overlapping circles and intertwining curves, the careful balance of dark and light hues, the unexpected harmony of the disparate fabrics and colors evoked the sense of many winding paths meeting, intersecting, parting, creating the illusion that the separate sections formed a single quilt.

Two missing sections belonging to absent Elm Creek Quilters broke the continuity of the circles, and when Bonnie left for Hawaii, she would take her section with her too. When she returned to Elm Creek Manor, she would restore her portion of the quilt to its proper place. The empty spaces would remind those left behind that their absent friends would return one day and the circle of quilters would be made whole. As Sylvia often said, “Once an Elm Creek Quilter, always an Elm Creek Quilter.” Bonnie hoped her friends would remember that no matter how far they traveled. She knew she always would, now that it would soon be her turn to set off on a journey.

Sarah sat at the large oak desk typing on the computer, but she looked up when Bonnie entered. “Did you reach your lawyer? Everything okay?”

“As far from okay as it could possibly be,” said Bonnie. “May I borrow your computer? I need to go online and see if Craig’s cheating on me.”

Sarah’s eyebrows rose. “Oh. Okay. Just let me save this.” A few keystrokes later, Sarah closed her document, opened the web browser, hauled herself out of the leather armchair, and offered it to Bonnie. “How are you planning to catch him, exactly?”

“Last time I caught him by accidentally checking his email. I thought I’d see what happens when I check it on purpose.”

“If he hasn’t changed his password.”

Bonnie hadn’t considered that, but Craig surely would have known better than to leave his account unprotected and risk discovery the same way twice. Sure enough, when she tried to log on to the Waterford College system, his old password failed.

“Try some variations,” Sarah suggested, but after a dozen such attempts, Bonnie realized it was futile. It was always so easy on television, where a clever computer expert could deftly fuse together the name of an enemy’s childhood pet and his favorite candy bar and instantly gain access to every detail of his personal life.

“He’s not going to make this easy for me,” she said, thinking aloud.

“Of course not,” said Sarah. “This is Craig we’re talking about.”

True enough, but Bonnie wouldn’t allow Craig and his ridiculous stalling tactics to ruin her plans. She would have to wait and give the detective time to do his work, but she wouldn’t wait at Elm Creek Manor. She intended to be relaxing on a white, sandy beach on Maui when Darren called with the detective’s report—and the news that would be both welcome and dreadful, whatever it was.



Chapter Two
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On a cold, drizzly morning, Bonnie stood outside the terminal entrance shivering in her thin jacket as Matt unloaded her suitcase from the Elm Creek Quilts minivan and set it on the curb. “You sure you’re okay?” he asked, studying her. “I can stick around until you’re through security.”

“I’m fine,” she assured him, adjusting the strap of her carry-on over her shoulder. She was lying, but she figured Matt knew that. Sarah had surely told her husband about Craig’s latest antics. How could anyone in Bonnie’s situation claim to be fine?

“Well, have a good flight. Take care of yourself.” The big man, his back and shoulders hard and muscled from years of laboring outdoors, nearly squeezed the breath out of her with a heartfelt bear hug. Bonnie had to laugh, though tears sprang to her eyes. Matt was so kind, and Sarah, so lucky. This was a man a wife could trust. She hoped Sarah would never take that for granted, not one single day.

Bonnie passed through check-in and security in the same fog of exhaustion and latent anger she had sunk into since Darren’s call. Her flight was called; she boarded the plane. She gazed out the window throughout the forty-minute flight to Philadelphia, but she dozed off on the second leg of her journey, waking with a start when the plane touched down in Phoenix. As she walked to her gate, she found herself hungry for the first time in days, so she bought a sandwich and a large bottle of water and ate as she waited for her row number to be called. On board the 737, the female flight attendants wore flower leis over their uniforms, and one had tucked a pink hibiscus behind her left ear. “Aloha,” she greeted Bonnie pleasantly as she stepped onto the jet. “Welcome aboard.”

“Aloha,” Bonnie replied automatically, without putting any real feeling into the word. She knew from her travel guides that “Aloha” could mean hello, goodbye, or I love you. She needed no guide to remind her that only the first two meanings would ever apply to her.

She found her seat four rows from the back of the plane in a section that appeared to have been reserved for families traveling with small children, although that surely must have been a coincidence. But Bonnie had come prepared with earplugs and a night mask, and still making up for several nights of insomnia, she fell asleep before takeoff.

She woke to a touch on her arm and shifted groggily in her seat. “Sorry,” said the passenger beside her, a large woman with a huge knot of graying brown hair. She was knitting busily, as if she hoped to finish her project before touchdown. “Didn’t mean to bump you. Almost dropped a stitch when we hit that turbulence.”

“That’s all right.” Bonnie checked her watch and discovered that she had slept five hours straight.

“Wish I could sleep as soundly as you,” the woman remarked in a drawl that made Bonnie think of Texas. “I can’t keep my eyes shut more than ten minutes on a plane. What’s your secret? Drugs?”

“Months of little sleep thanks to a miserable soon-to-be ex-husband.”

“Oh, I’ve had a few of those.” The woman twisted her needles deftly and added a new color to the garment she was knitting. It appeared to be a brown-and-orange striped sweater for a very small person with arms and legs in odd places. “For my dachshund,” she explained, noting Bonnie’s scrutiny. “When does your soon-to-be ex become your official ex?”

“Not soon enough.”

“I hear you. You know, it’s never too soon to start lining up a few new fellas, one to marry and a couple others to fall back on.”

“Not me,” Bonnie declared. “I’m done with all that. I couldn’t ever go through this heartbreak again.”

“Why, sugar, if you pick the right man you won’t need to go through this again. You’ll pick one to keep forever.”

“That’s what I thought I did the first time.”

The woman scrutinized her. “What did you know way back then? You were just a girl.”

In spite of herself, Bonnie smiled. “How do you know?”

“You have the look of someone who’s been unhappily married a very long time.”

“It wasn’t always unhappy.”

“Then never say never to new love.” The woman returned her full attention to her knitting, though her fingers had never stopped flicking yarn over needles even when her eyes were on Bonnie. “The islands are the most romantic place on earth. You might meet someone special.”

“I’m coming to work and to relax, not to hunt down a new man.”

“Well, hunting a man is work, and enjoying the ones you catch can be relaxing.”

Bonnie laughed.

“A genuine laugh,” the woman cried, triumphant. “I knew you had it in you, despite your long face.”

For the rest of the flight they chatted intermittently. Bonnie leafed through the in-flight magazine and gazed out the window. At last the plane began to descend, and Bonnie eagerly awaited her first glimpse of Hawaii.

First she saw only the vast expanse of turquoise ocean, then steep, rugged mountains of emerald green. Awestruck, she drew in a breath and craned her neck to take in as much of the view as the small window allowed.

Beside her, the woman chuckled as she packed up her knitting. “First time?”

“Is it that obvious?” Bonnie replied, smiling. “The view is simply breathtaking. It’s so much more beautiful than any photograph.”

“Wait ’til you see it up close and personal. Take a helicopter tour if you have the stomach for it.” Then the woman frowned slightly. “Someone meeting you here, hon? Tour group, maybe? It’s not good to be alone with a broken heart, what with all the beautiful scenery and the honeymooners making a single gal feel like the only cup without a saucer.”

Bonnie assured her that an old friend was waiting for her in the terminal, most likely scanning the monitors and coming as close to their arrival gate as possible without violating any TSA regulations. In fact, unless Claire had mellowed with age, she was probably scheming to persuade the security personnel to let her through even though she wasn’t a ticketed passenger. It wouldn’t be the first time Claire decided the rules didn’t apply to her, but Bonnie hoped that today of all days, Claire would act sensibly. An arrest would ruin their reunion.

They touched down at Kahului Airport on the northern shore of Maui, and as Bonnie was gathering her things and waiting for the seat belt sign to turn off so she could leap from her seat, it occurred to her that she had not felt so enthusiastic for anything in ages.

Already Hawaii was working its magic upon her.

She glimpsed Claire just beyond the security gate, fiddling with her purse strap, eyeing the TSA agents as if contemplating whether they would bother pursuing a harmless middle-aged woman just because she ignored the huge DO NOT ENTER signs and bypassed security to meet a dear friend. Claire probably could have outrun them if they did. Though she was Bonnie’s age, fifty-six, she could easily pass for ten years younger. Petite and slender, with a girlish, unlined face and wheat-brown hair that brushed her shoulders, she had obviously kept up with the long-distance running that she had enjoyed as the darling of the Penn State cross-country team. Bonnie broke into a grin as she approached her old friend, marveling at how little the years had changed her. If it was something in the Hawaiian air, Bonnie hoped it would have a rejuvenating effect on her, too.

At that moment Claire caught sight of her and her green eyes lit up with delight. “Bonnie,” she cried, waving her arm in the air. “Over here!” Claire prudently waited for Bonnie to leave the secure area before flinging her arms around her. “It’s so good to see you! You look fantastic—exactly the same as you did the day after graduation, when we moved out of our apartment on Atherton Street.”

“You’re a liar,” Bonnie scoffed, but she was touched that Claire had picked an occasion marked by Craig’s absence rather than mentioning any number of the more recent occasions when the two couples had met at Penn State for class reunions or football games.

“Let’s get your bags,” Claire said, tucking her arm through Bonnie’s and leading her to baggage claim. While they waited, they chatted about their kids—Claire’s daughters were both on the mainland, the eldest married and the youngest away at college—and old friends from Penn State who still kept in touch. When Bonnie hefted a single large suitcase from the baggage carousel, Claire exclaimed, “That’s all you brought for five months?”

“I assumed you’d let me do laundry at your place,” Bonnie said, wheeling the suitcase after her as Claire led the way to the parking lot.

“We’ll go shopping,” Claire promised, pressing the fob on her key chain. Nearby, the trunk to a blue convertible popped open. “You’ll need some island wear.”

“Nothing too daring,” said Bonnie, eyeing Claire’s bright pink and green floral blouse. “Or too bright.”

Claire merely laughed.

They drove with the top down, wind whipping their hair, shouting to converse, laughing at the impossibility of understanding each other. Bonnie put on her sunglasses and soaked in the sunshine and the scenery as they drove southwest across the island past fields of sugarcane and rugged green mountains. The air was fragrant with flowers, the mountains glorious in their beauty. They passed through a tunnel, and on the other side the ocean appeared before them, endless and blue. Overcome, Bonnie could not speak, but gazed out at the water as they drove along the cliffside. To her left was the ocean, vast and deep; to her right were the gently rising foothills of deeply forested mountains. It was powerful and beautiful, exactly as she had imagined it and yet completely new and unexpected. Tears pricked her eyes, but she blinked them away. Her heart felt lighter than it had in months, years, as if she had left all her troubles on the plane.

All at once, three white puffs went up from the water about a hundred yards offshore. “Are those whales?” Bonnie cried out, twisting in her seat in time to catch a glimpse of a massive dark shape shadowing the water before disappearing.

“Yes,” Claire replied, glancing in the rearview mirror before the steam dissipated entirely.

“You can drive along the highway and see whales from your car,” Bonnie marveled, and Claire laughed.

Before long they reached Lahaina, Claire’s adopted hometown. She happily pointed out the road to Ho‘oilo House, a bed and breakfast in the west Maui foothills run by her friends Dan and Amy; an ideal wayside for whale spotting; her favorite used bookstore; and the direction to a banyan tree at Courthouse Square, which Claire promised to show her another time.

“Where do you want to go first?” Claire asked. “The future home of Aloha Quilt Camp, the quilt shop, or my house? Eric’s grilling out for us, but supper won’t be ready for another hour.”

Bonnie barely allowed her friend to finish before replying, “The quilt camp site, of course. You sent me only one picture of the front porch. I need to see what I have to work with.”

“I like your priorities.” Claire turned off the highway onto a road lined with shops and restaurants. To Bonnie’s delight, Claire pulled to a stop in front of a quaint Victorian inn surrounded by palm trees, through which she glimpsed waves crashing on the sandy beach.

“You’re right on the ocean?” Bonnie exclaimed. “Claire, you don’t need me. Quilters will flock to this place even if all you offer is breakfast and electricity for their sewing machines.”

“We both know that’s not true.” Claire led the way up the broad front staircase. The banisters gleamed white as if freshly painted, extending to a porch that appeared to wrap around the entire building. Balconies on the second and third floors echoed the design. “Elm Creek Quilt Camp has set the bar too high. We have to offer classes and entertainment, or why would anyone come here instead of central Pennsylvania?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Bonnie teased as Claire opened the front door, upon which a wreath of hibiscus flowers hung. “Beaches? Sunshine? Abundant pineapple? We’re not open during the winter, either, so we won’t compete with you for half the year.”

“Good. Then you can come to work for me during your off season.”

Bonnie was so surprised that she laughed. “It’s too soon to make me an offer like that. I’ve been here less than a day. Let’s see how you feel after my first performance evaluation.”

“I know you, Bonnie.” Claire held the door open wider and gestured for Bonnie to enter. “You’re creative, you’re fun, you’re experienced, and you’re absolutely trustworthy. You’re a friend. There’s no one I’d prefer as my partner, and if I thought I could steal you away from the Elm Creek Quilters, I’d make you an offer right now.”

“Claire…” Bonnie didn’t know what to say. “You said you wanted to hire me as a consultant. Temporarily.”

“I know.” Claire was all innocence. “But let’s see what happens. No pressure. After a few months, you might decide that Maui feels like home. You might decide you enjoy having half an ocean and most of the continental United States between you and Craig.”

But that same distance would separate Bonnie from her children and grandchildren, as well as her dearest friends and colleagues. She no longer had a permanent home, that was true, but Elm Creek Manor had been a refuge in difficult times, and she loved working with her friends in the business they had founded and nurtured. As excited as she was to launch a new quilt camp with Claire, she couldn’t imagine staying beyond the winter into spring, when her friends and students expected her back at Elm Creek Quilt Camp.

She searched her memory but couldn’t recall a single conversation in which she had suggested anything to the contrary. Apparently Claire hadn’t lost her habit of hearing what she wanted to hear and dismissing everything else. “I’m thrilled for the chance to help you get Aloha Quilt Camp started, but in March, I’m going home,” Bonnie said firmly, ignoring the nagging voice in the back of her mind that reminded her she didn’t really have a home in Pennsylvania any longer, just a place where she worked and a place to store her belongings.

But her troubled thoughts slipped away as she stepped into the foyer of the inn. Tables adorned with fragrant tropical floral arrangements flanked the entrance, directly across from a grand staircase that climbed to a second floor landing where it split into two staircases and continued up to the third floor. To the left of the staircase was a cozy sitting room decorated with bamboo furniture and historic photographs. A built-in bookcase loaded with many well-read volumes stood between a pair of windows overlooking a lush garden. Bonnie glimpsed an older couple sipping coffee at a small table outside and heard the low murmur of other unseen guests chatting. To the right of the staircase was a dining room, the table set with woven Polynesian linens and white china. On a sideboard stood two large glass pitchers—one of lemonade, Bonnie guessed, and another of iced tea—and a silver fruit bowl filled with pineapples and mangoes, with plates and glasses nearby so guests could help themselves. Gentle breezes wafted in through the open windows, stirring the sheer curtains.

It was an enticing blend of tropical and Victorian décor, comfortable and lovely, but Bonnie was puzzled. “Where’s your quilt shop?” she asked.

“In the white building across the street,” Claire explained. “It’s second from the end, between the sushi restaurant and the ice cream parlor. This is the Hale Kapa Kuiki, the future home of Aloha Quilt Camp, with twenty beautifully appointed guest rooms—or at least they’re beautiful now. When Eric and I bought the place, it had fallen into disrepair. It’s a historic building so any renovations must follow strictly enforced codes, and the former owners couldn’t afford to make the necessary improvements. They were looking to retire, anyway, so Eric and I snapped it up.”

“When did all this happen?”

“A year ago.” Claire rolled her eyes and ran the back of her hand across her forehead as if she were still recovering. “A year of very hard work, more scrubbing and polishing and repairing than any one woman should do in a mere twelve months. The results are worth it, but my hands will never be the same.”

“You never breathed a word of any of this.”

“I was too busy to send out more than a generic Christmas card last year, and I didn’t want to say anything in case it turned out to be a huge mistake. Anyway, you can’t tell me you’re not secretly glad to have avoided the real dirty work.”

Bonnie shook her head, amused. “You always were good at keeping secrets, but this…” She turned around in place, admiring all her gaze took in. “I never imagined you as an innkeeper, but this is wonderful.”

“You haven’t even seen the guest rooms yet. Each has its own private lanai—that’s a balcony or a patio for you mainlanders—and the furnishings are authentic 1920s Hawaiian, the same period as the inn itself. We serve breakfast each morning on the main lanai—you’d probably call it a courtyard. The garden gives our guests privacy, but they can still hear the ocean, and the beach is just a few steps away through the back gate.”

“But Claire—” In the absence of specific details, Bonnie had imagined a few guest rooms over the quilt shop, with one large classroom below, certainly not an entire inn. “It’s amazing, and don’t take this the wrong way, but what do you know about running an inn?”

“My friends Dan and Amy let me work for them at Ho‘oilo House for a few months. I know a bed and breakfast isn’t the same as an inn, but it was still great training. Besides, I’m not doing it all by myself. I have Eric, you—”

“For the winter.”

“And my staff.” Beaming, Claire linked her arm through Bonnie’s. “Come on. Let me show you to the kitchen. There’s someone I want you to meet. Without her…” Claire shook her head to emphasize that whoever awaited them in the kitchen was indispensable.

Bonnie followed Claire across the foyer past the staircase and into a spacious kitchen where a petite woman in her late sixties was removing a batch of pineapple glazed popovers from one of the large ovens. She wore a long pink dress with an allover pattern of banana leaves in white, her black hair arranged with apparent effortless grace in a French twist. She looked to be Asian, native Hawaiian, or perhaps both.

The woman looked up at the sound of their footfalls on the gleaming wood floor, set the hot popover pan on a towel spread upon the bamboo counter, and brushed her fingertips on a tea towel. “Aloha,” she greeted them, smiling as she sized up Bonnie with a single appraising glance.

“Midori, this is my best friend from college, Bonnie Markham,” said Claire. “Bonnie, this is Midori Tanaka, our manager, cook, and housekeeper, all in one.”

Then what was left for Claire to do? “How do you do?” Bonnie asked, shaking her hand.

“Fine, thanks.” Midori’s smile was both cheerful and knowing. “I’ve heard so much about you. You’ve made Claire the happiest woman on the island by agreeing to come work for her.”

“For the winter,” Bonnie quickly added.

Midori gave Claire an inquiring glance, which Claire seemed not to notice. “Are you hungry?” Claire asked Bonnie. “You must be starved after all that travel.”

Midori took a plate from a cupboard and placed a popover upon it. “They’re best when they’re hot,” she advised, setting it on the counter and gesturing for Bonnie to pull up a stool. “Something to drink? Jasmine tea? Lemonade?”

“Tea, please,” said Bonnie, taking her seat as Claire leaned against the counter nearby. The popover was almost too warm to touch, but she tore off a piece, blew gently on it, and took a bite. It was light and flaky, with a perfect hint of sweetness from the pineapple. “Delicious,” Bonnie sighed, and then laughed with delight as Midori set out a beautifully arranged dish of sliced pineapple, mango, and papaya, quickly followed by a charming tea service complete with honey and cream. “If this is how you treat all of your guests, you must be booked solid all year round.”

“We’re working on it,” said Claire. “The inn developed a less-than-spectacular reputation under its prior owners, and once those bad reviews get on the Internet, they never disappear completely.”

“We’ve had many good reviews since Claire took over, especially in the past four months since the restorations were finished.” With a spatula, Midori deftly transferred the rest of the popovers from the pan to a wire cooling rack, except for the last, which she added to Bonnie’s plate before she could demur. “In time, and God willing, I’m sure the word will spread and we’ll be full to capacity every week of the year.”

“You should say since we took over,” Claire corrected, adding in an aside to Bonnie, “Honestly, I don’t know what I would have done without Midori.”

“You’d be lost without me,” said Midori cheerfully. “Doomed to failure.”

“Since we completed our renovations, we’ve welcomed enough guests and made enough of a profit to cover the mortgage, but little more than that,” said Claire, with a helpless sigh. “I think if we can reinvent ourselves as a special destination catering to quilters, we might be able to change all that. And if we can say that our program was designed by an Elm Creek Quilter—”

“So that’s why you called on me,” teased Bonnie. “I have street cred.”

Claire smiled. “I would have said quilt shop cred, but okay.”

“I don’t think you can attach the Elm Creek Quilts name to your camp,” Bonnie warned. “Not without permission, and that might not come easily. You might have to guarantee each of my friends a Hawaiian vacation.”

“Easily promised and easily done,” Claire proclaimed. “Of course they’ll want to come visit you, and we have plenty of space for the whole crew.”

“They won’t need to visit me,” Bonnie reminded her. “They’ll see me in March.”

Claire hopped down from her stool. “Do you want to see what you have to work with?”

“Sure,” said Bonnie, knowing Claire would never acknowledge Bonnie’s intended departure date until she was on her way to the airport. “Give me the grand tour.”

She had spoken partially in jest, but the tour was grand indeed. Fortunately—or rather, unfortunately, since it would have been better for the inn’s financial state if they were fully booked—many of the guest rooms were unoccupied, so Bonnie was able to see several, each lovely in its own way. The Garden Rooms on the first floor opened either onto the courtyard lanai with lush gardens or offered charming views of Lahaina’s Front Street. Rooms on the second and third floors boasted private balconies—lanais, Claire corrected her whenever Bonnie slipped and used the more familiar term—and some had spectacular views of the ocean. Each suite had a private bath, authentic period décor, and beautiful Hawaiian quilts on every bed.

Bonnie had seen Hawaiian quilts before, but never so many all at once, and never any so lovely. “Did you make these?” she asked, admiring two particularly exquisite quilts on twin beds in a third floor suite with dormer windows overlooking Front Street.

“I wish I could take the credit, but I can’t.” Claire stroked the nearest quilt, sharing in Bonnie’s admiration. “Midori made these. Members of her guild made most of the rest. Midori knows everything there is to know about traditional Hawaiian quilting. If you get on her good side, she’ll teach you. Trust me, it’s a lesson worth learning.”

Intrigued, Bonnie followed Claire down the grand staircase and outside to the courtyard lanai. Bonnie knew a little about traditional Hawaiian quilts, having seen a few in quilt shows through the years and having stocked pattern books about them in her now defunct quilt shop. She had never attempted one herself, as she preferred country colors, homespuns, and folk art designs more than the intricate, two-color appliqué patterns unique to the Hawaiian style. But quilters coming to Aloha Quilt Camp on Maui would expect at least one lesson in traditional Hawaiian quilting, so it would be essential for Bonnie to learn more, at least enough to understand what resources Claire’s teacher would need, whomever that lucky woman might be. Perhaps Midori herself would take on the role, although she seemed to have enough to do already.

Claire’s tour brought them to a section of the courtyard lanai that was partially enclosed, with a roof and half walls running the entire length of the wing of the inn. “This will be our classroom,” Claire said. “One of Eric’s friends from the service took up woodworking in his retirement. He’s going to custom design sewing tables for us, and he’ll get started as soon as you tell him what we need.”

“Your classroom will be outdoors?” said Bonnie.

“Of course. This isn’t Pennsylvania,” said Claire, beaming up at the sunny skies. “Foul weather forces us inside maybe ten days out of the year. The roof will protect us from the rain, and we can light torches if we need light or heat. People don’t come to Maui to stay shut up within four walls.” Then Claire paused. “Also, we don’t have any rooms inside large enough to accommodate a quilt class. But really, that’s just as well, because we’d rather be outside.”

Bonnie nodded, taking in the shaded lanai. It would be a lovely place to teach and to quilt, but it was too small to divide into separate classrooms as they did with the ballroom back at Elm Creek Manor. Aloha Quilt Camp wouldn’t be able to offer multiple courses simultaneously, but perhaps that wouldn’t be necessary. Since the inn had twenty guest rooms, their maximum enrollment would be forty, and not everyone came to quilt camp for structured classes. Often campers wanted nothing more than a pleasant place to work on their own projects and socialize with other quilters, far from the demands of everyday life.

Bonnie knew she would have to sit down for a long talk with Claire so she could better understand her friend’s vision for Aloha Quilt Camp—but that would have to wait until she had recovered from jetlag. At the moment, her head buzzed from lack of sleep and the overwhelming impressions of so many new sights and smells and sounds.

Claire seemed to sense her fatigue. “I’ll show you the quilt shop tomorrow, after you’ve caught up on your rest,” she said. “Let’s go home. Eric’s expecting us.”

Bonnie gratefully agreed and, after passing through the kitchen to bid Midori good-bye, they returned to Claire’s convertible and were soon zipping off down the highway. Claire turned on to a rural road that wound eastward away from town as it climbed into the foothills. It took them about fifteen minutes to reach a sun-splashed bungalow tucked amidst palm trees in a small neighborhood on the hillside. The house was placed on the lot facing uphill so that the backyard surely offered the same spectacular view of the ocean and another island—Lana‘i, Claire told her—that Bonnie admired from the street.

“I need a glass of wine,” said Claire, pulling to a stop beside a large black SUV in the driveway.

“Make that two.” Puffs of white-gray smoke drifted over the roof of the bungalow from the backyard. Bonnie’s stomach rumbled when the breeze carried the aroma of charcoal and spicy meat to her, and she felt as if it had been hours since she had eaten Midori’s delicious popovers.

Bonnie waited for Claire to open the trunk, but instead her friend ushered her around back, saying that Eric would bring her suitcase in later. They found him on the lanai turning fish on the grill, barefoot but clad in khaki Bermuda shorts, a white polo shirt, and dark aviator sunglasses. At the sight of Bonnie, his face lit up. He set down his tongs and hurried over to greet her with open arms.

“Aloha,” he boomed, hugging her so fully her heels lifted off the ground. Eric was tall and slender, with hard, wiry muscles from years of calisthenics. “Welcome to Maui.”

“It’s wonderful to be here,” Bonnie said, laughing as he released her.

“What did you think of the inn?” he called, striding back to the grill. His blond hair had more silvery white in it than she remembered, but his short military cut was unchanged.

“It’s lovely.” Bonnie seated herself on a chaise lounge while Claire went inside for drinks. As soon as the sliding glass door closed behind her friend, Bonnie asked, “What do you think of Claire’s plan to turn it into a quilters’ retreat?”

Eric shrugged, smiling, and lifted the fish onto a platter. “You know Claire. She doesn’t get ideas, she gets obsessions. I had my doubts when I first walked through the place, but she was determined. Now that I’ve seen how she’s transformed it, I can’t remember why I ever doubted her.” Eric set the platter on a shaded table and returned to the grill for some vegetables still cooking there—potatoes? Bonnie couldn’t quite see. “With your help, she’ll figure out how to bring in the quilters. Claire’s going to make it a huge success, I’m sure of it.”
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